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SUBSEA PIPELINE PIG LAUNCHING SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to pipeline pig launching sys 
tems, and more particularly to diver assisted systems for 
launching pigs into subsea pipelines. ' 

In the oil and gas industry a common procedure for 
removing petroleum deposits and other debris from 
pipelines is to push a scraper, referred to as a “pig”, 
through the lines by ?uid pressure. The pig is intro 
duced into the pipeline from a launching system gener 
ally comprising a housing for the pig, a pipe reducing 
nipple, a launching valve, and a source of ?uid pressure 
connected to the housing behind the pig. The diameter 
of the pig prior to launching is greater than that of the 
pipeline so that considerable force is required to seat the 
pig against, and move it through, the reducing nipple. It 
is at this point where conventional pig launching sys 
tems fail unless the pig is loaded properly so that it seals 
against the pipe wall near the reduced neck portion of 
the reducing nipple. Some physical or mechanically 
assisted effort on the part of the operator is often re 
quired to compress the pig to achieve a proper seal, 
thereby frequently presenting a problem that is com 
pounded underwater where a diver may not have the 
strength or mobility to properly install the pig. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention comprises an apparatus and 
method for easily installing and effectively launching 
pipeline pigs into a subsea or other underwater pipeline 
accessible to a diver. The apparatus includes a launch 
barrel with a bore for accepting a cartridge containing 
one or more pigs, a sleeve-like pig cartridge for inser~ 
tion into the barrel bore and with an inside diameter the 
same as the diameter of the pipeline to be “pigged", a 
launch valve for interconnecting the downstream end 
of the launch barrel to a pipeline element, a quickly and 
easily installable and removable end cap and retainer 
ring assembly for the upstream end of the launch barrel, 
and a plurality of ?uid pressure control valves to facili 
tate diver control of the pressurized environment inside 
the launch barrel so that a diver can install a pig-con 
taining cartridge and then inject inert gas to re-pressu 
rize and propel the pig down the pipeline. 
The pig cartridge is sized in length to accept a plural 

ity of different types of pigs, preferably three or more, 
in the order desired to clean the pipeline. The pigs are 
compressed and loaded into the cartridge at a surface 
facility so that the diver does not have to worry about 
the order in which he would otherwise have to install 
the pigs in the launcher, or whether the pigs have been 
installed properly. The cartridge preferably includes an 
annular face seal element, such as an O-ring, on its 
downstream end that is pressed against a radial surface 
or shoulder near the downstream end of the launch 
barrel when the end cap is tightened, so that when 
pressurized inert gas is applied to propel the pig(s) the 
gas will not bypass the cartridge and pigs. This face seal 
and the inside diameter of the cartridge eliminate the 
need for a pipe reducing nipple, thereby lessening the 
overall length of the launching system to provide an 
advantage over conventional systems especially where 
space on the subsea well tree frame is very restricted. 
The cartridge also includes J -slots in its upstream end 

that readily accept a tool for retrieving an empty car 
tridge from the launch barrel. The J-slots extend en 
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2 
tirely through the wall of the cartridge and thus also 
serve as a vent to equalize pressure on both sides of the 
cartridge during venting or repressurizing operations. 
The pig launch valve is similar to a well Christmas 

tree swab valve in that when closed it isolates the 
launches from the ?uid in the pipeline and acts as the 
main pressure barrier while a pig cartridge is being 
installed in the launch barrel. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
FIG. 1 is a side elevation of a subsea pig launching 

system according to the present invention, showing the 
system connected to a pipe tee in a subsea pipeline. 
FIG. 2 is an upstream end elevation of the launching 

system of FIG. 1. 
FIG. 3 is an exploded view in central vertical section 

of the launching system of FIGS. 1 and 2. 
FIG. 4 is a view in central vertical section of the 

launching barrel and pig cartridge of FIG. 3 in assem 
bled position, and with four pigs loaded in the cartridge. 
FIG. 5 is a view like FIG. 4, but showing the end cap 

assembly in place on the launch barrel and the system 
ready for a launching operation. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

As seen in FIGS. 1-3, a subsea pig launching system 
10 according to the present invention broadly com 
prises a tubular launch barrel 12, a pig cartridge 14 for 
insertion into the barrel bore 16, and an end cap assem 
bly 18 that functions as a removable closure component 
for the upstream end 20 of the barrel 12. The down 
stream end 22 of the launch barrel 12 is adapted to be 
secured to a launch valve 24 that interconnects the 
launching system 10 to a pipeline, such as a pipe tee 26 
in a subsea pipeline 28. i 

The end cap assembly 18 comprises a central barrel 
closure element 30 that ?ts into the upstream end 20 of 
the barrel 12, and a retainer ring 32 that surrounds the 
closure element 30 and threads onto the barrel’s up 
stream end 20. The closure element 30 includes one or 
more (two shown) annular seal elements 34 that seal the 
element 30 to the launch barrel 12 in a pressure-tight 
manner when the end cap assembly 18 is properly in 
stalled, and an outer annular shoulder 36 that cooper 
ates with an inner annular shoulder 38 on the retainer 
ring 32 to retain the closure element in sealed position in 
the barrel. A snap ring 40 in an annular groove on the 
outer surface of the closure element 30 holds the re 
tainer ring 32 on the element 30, and radial extending 
lugs 42 on the ring 32 provide a means to rotate the ring 
for threading it onto, and unthreading it from, the 
launch barrel 12. 
The pig cartridge 14 has an internal diameter that is 

the same as the diameter of the pipeline 28, and an out 
side diameter that between its upstream and down 
stream end portions is slightly less than the outside 
diameter of those end portions, as shown in FIGS. 3, 4 
and 5. The cartridge 14 is sized lengthwise to extend 
from the barrel closure element 20 to an annular radial 
shoulder 44 near the downstream end of the barrel bore 
16, and an O-ring or other suitable annular seal element 
46 in the downstream end face of the cartridge 14 pro 
vides a pressure-tight seal between the cartridge and the 
barrel shoulder 44. The cartridge 14 also includes a pair 
of J-slots 48 (only one shown) in its upstream end to 
provide a means for withdrawing the cartridge from the 
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launch barrel 12 with a suitable tool (not shown). The 
J-slots extend completely through the wall of the car 
tridge 14 to further function as vents for equalizing the 
pressure on both sides of the cartridge during installa 
tion and removal operations. 
The launch barrel 12 includes a vent valve 50 and a 

drain valve 52, both valves preferably of the needle 
type, for venting the barrel bore 16 to the sea water 
atmosphere. The barrel closure element 30 has an axial 
?uid pressure passageway 54 and a pressure inlet valve 
56 for use in pressurizing the barrel 12 during the pig 
launching procedure. The valve 56 has suitable means 
(not shown) for quickly and easily attaching a pressure 
hose to it when preparing for the barrel pressurizing 
step of that procedure. 

PIG LAUNCHING OPERATION 

The following steps are involved in using the above 
described pig launching system to launch one or more 
pigs into a subsea pipeline from a subsea Christmas tree 
location. 

1) The selected pipeline pig(s), such as 60, 62, 64, 66 
(FIGS. 4 and 5) are properly oriented and then 
pressed into the pig cartridge 14 at a surface facil 
ity, such as a ship from which the diver operations 
are carried out. ‘ 

2) A diver descends to the subsea tree-located launch 
barrel with the loaded pig cartridge 14 and a car 
tridge removal tool. 

3) The diver makes sure that the launch valve 24 is 
closed, and then opens both vent and drain valves 
50, 52 on the launch barrel l2, ?ooding the barrel 
to ambient seawater pressure. 

4) The diver then unscrews and removes the end cap 
assembly 18 and, if an empty pig cartridge is inside, 
engages that cartridge’s J-slots with the removal 

' tool and pulls the cartridge out of the launch bar 
rel. 

5) The diver then inserts the loaded pig cartridge into 
the launch barrel, downstream (O-ring) end ?rst, 
and replaces the end cap assembly 18 on the barrel. 
As the retainer ring 32 is tightened the closure 
element 30 forces the cartridge against the barrel 
bore shoulder 44, making up the face seal between 
that shoulder and the cartridge. 

6) The diver then attaches a ?uid pressure hose (con 
nected to a pressurized inert gas supply) to the inlet 
valve 56 on the closure element 30, closes the bar 
rel vent valve 50 and then, leaving the barrel drain 
valve 52 open, opens the inlet valve 56 to admit gas 
to the barrel bore 16 and purge water therefrom. 

7) When gas bubbles emerge from the drain valve 52, 
the diver closes both that valve and the pressure 
inlet valve 56. 

8) The diver then cracks open the pig launch valve 24 
to equalize pressure in the launch barrel 12 and the 
pipeline 28, and then fully opens the launch valve 
and pressure inlet valve 56. 

9) If a pig signal mechanism (not shown) is present in 
the pipeline the diver resets it, and gas pressure is 
conducted through the supply hose (not shown) 
and into the launch barrel 12 to propel the pigs 
60-66 out of the launching system and into the 
pipeline 28. 

10) When all the pigs are in the pipeline, as will be 
indicated by the signal mechanism, the inert gas 
supply is turned off, the diver closes the pig launch 
valve 24 and the inlet valve 56, and then removes 
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the supply hose. When the well is brought back on 
stream, wellbore pressure will propel the pig(s) the 
rest of the way through the pipeline 28 to the pig 
retrieval location (not shown). 

As will be apparent from the foregoing description, 
the present invention provides a pig launching system 
with several advantages over other systems for that 
purpose, including greatly enhanced ease of pig installa 
tion, a guarantee that pig(s) is (are) oriented properly, a 
guarantee that a plurality of pigs are in the desired and 
proper order for launching into and travel through the 
pipeline, and elimination of a need to include a pipe 
reducer between the launcher and the pipeline. 
Although the best mode contemplated for carrying 

out the present invention has been herein shown and 
described, it will be apparent that modi?cation and 
variation may be made without departing from what is 
regarded to be the subject matter of the invention. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A pipeline pig launching system especially useful 

for launching at least one pig into a pipeline at a subsea 
location, the system comprising: 

(a) a tubular pig launch barrel having an upstream 
end, a downstream end, a bore extending between 
said ends, and means to connect the downstream 
end to a pig launch valve; 

(b) a tubular pig cartridge for loading with at least 
one pipeline pig in a press-?tted manner, said car 
tridge having an upstream end having a ?rst out 
side diameter, a downstream end having a second 
outside diameter, a wall de?ning a bore of uniform 
inside diameter substantially the same as the diame 
ter of the pipeline with which the system is em 
ployed, and means at said downstream end of said 
cartridge to seal said cartridge to the launch barrel, 
wherein said cartridge has a wall between its up 
stream and downstream ends with an outside diam 
eter slightly less than said ?rst and second outside 
diameters of said ends of said cartridge; 

(0) means for closing the upstream end of the launch 
barrel while the cartridge is in proper position in 
the barrel bore; and 

(d) means for inletting ?uid pressure into the launch 
barrel bore for impelling a pipeline pig from the 
cartridge and through a launch valve into a pipe 
line to which the system is connected. 

2. A pig launching system according to claim 1 
wherein the means for closing the upstream end of the 
launch barrel comprises an end cap with means to re 
leasably secure it to the launch barrel. 

3. A pig launching system according to claim 2 
wherein the end cap is an assembly including a barrel 
closure element and a retainer ring for said element. 

4. A pig launching system according to claim 3 
wherein the closure element includes means to seal said 
element to the launch barrel. 

5. A pig launching system according to claim 3 
wherein the retainer ring and the launch barrel have 
complementary threads for securing the ring to the 
barrel. 

6. A pig launching system according to claim 2 
wherein the means for inletting ?uid pressure into the 
barrel bore comprises a ?uid passageway through the 
end cap, valve means for controlling ?ow through said 
passageway, and means for releasably attaching a ?uid 
pressure supply hose to said valve means. 

7. A pig launching system according to claim 1 
wherein the pig cartridge is pressed into ?uid-tight 
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engagement with the launch barrel as the means for 
closing the upstream end of the barrel is being installed. 

8. A pig launching system according to claim 1 
wherein the means for sealing the downstream end of 
the cartridge to the launch barrel comprises an annular 
radial shoulder in the barrel bore and an annular sealing 
element between said shoulder and the end face of the 
cartridge. 

9. A pig launching system according to claim 1 in 
cluding valve means to vent the launch barrel bore. 

10. A pig launching system according to claim 1 
including valve means to drain ?uid from the launch 

barrel. 
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11. A pig launching system according to claim 1 

wherein the cartridge includes means at its upstream 
end area to facilitate removing said cartridge from the 
launch barrel. 

12. A pig launching system according to claim 11 
wherein the means to facilitate removing said cartridge 
comprises J -slots in the cartridge wall. 

13. A pig launching system according to claim 12 
wherein the J-slots extend through the cartridge wall 
and additionally function as vents to equalize the pres 
sure on both sides of said wall. ' 

14. A pig launching system according to claim 1 
wherein the cartridge has an axial length sufficient to 
accommodate a plurality of pipeline pigs. 
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